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Abstract
In 1974 Paul Watson’s The Family pioneered the ‘fly-on-the-wall’ technique to build a picture of family life that also exposed inequalities contained in British society. Today, film-maker Jonathan Smith, has updated this format using technologies usually found in reality programming to focus on the mundane practices of family life, in Channel 4’s The Family.​[1]​ However, instead of the meta-narratives of class, race, and gender divisions, displayed in the 1970s documentary, today’s version appears to have been stripped of politics. In this paper I argue it is problematic that family representation is solely concerned with the minutiae of everyday life. Arguing that The Family simply became another form of display for the participants of a reality documentary, I consider the possibility that we have seen the end of the sociological imagination in factual film-making and attempt to find responses to this dilemma in current social theory.
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In the autumn of 2008, Channel 4 in the UK began screening a series of ‘tasters’ for a new documentary series. Television audiences were given the briefest glimpse of what would eventually be revealed as The Family, ostensibly an observational documentary following the daily lives of the Hughes family from Kent. In the weeks leading up to its broadcast these thirty second adverts were used to great effect to tantalise its prospective audience. Shots of the tail end of a family argument here, a slamming door there, and even a cool silence, drove many to their favoured message boards to discuss what the programme could be and whether it would be worth watching. When the first episode finally screened, audiences were met with the same mix of arguments, silences and slamming doors found in the tasters, except this time they lasted an hour. Beyond the title and a brief introduction from the familiar voice of actor John Simms, the documentary remained virtually free of any narration from either the film-maker or the Hughes family. In this sense it was presented solely as a slice of family life to make of what you would. 

While principally following the unmediated conventions of observational documentary that purposefully allows the subjects to speak for themselves without forceful narrative intervention from the film-maker (Biressi and Nunn, 2005), it soon became clear that this format, coupled with the kind of surveillance technologies usually linked with entertainment forms such as Big Brother, would destabilise the genre conventions. As we shall see later by looking at audience and media responses to the programme, with no social context the programme arguably became just another personality driven reality show. The documentary remit – to look beyond the surface, to politicise the everyday – was lost behind the primacy of image, sensation and pace. In light of these initial readings two things interested me in talking about The Family. First, I wanted to consider the way in which today’s family was presented in documentary terms using the technological conventions of reality TV, and how these conventions may have distorted its documentary intention. The second was how this in turn presented the family outside of any socio-historical understanding and how this might reflect contemporary shifts in both the documentary tradition and sociological theory, for example the breakdown of traditional structural narratives and the move toward fluidity in making and interpreting meanings about social structures. To this end in the first part of this paper I want to interrogate the move toward fluid narrative structures in documentary film-making before, in the second part, analysing the shift in the representation of families by referring to Paul Watson’s early interventions into the subject and Smiths more recent offering on Channel Four. Here I want to primarily focus on the relationship between the documentaries and the era in which they exist. Moving on part three links these culturally discursive changes with a critique of the popular sociological notions put forward by authors such as Anthony Giddens (1992) and Ulrich Beck and Elizabeth Beck-Gernsheim (1995) which attempted to smash the idea of the family as a definable social structure. Finally the paper will follow some of the recent trends in sociological thinking about families to suggest that we need to find ways to re-connect our socio-political and cultural understanding of kinship to broader social conditions. Given these interests this paper is not concerned to offer a detailed textual analysis of the documentaries, but rather will use the programmes as a starting point to form a consideration of the place of the family as text within a changing social and political context. 

The Changing Face of Documentary
When a society is industrialised, a peasant becomes a worker; a feudal lord is liquidated or becomes a businessman. When classes rise or fall, a man is employed or unemployed; when the rate of investment goes up or down, a man takes new heart or goes broke. When wars happen, an insurance salesman becomes a rocket launcher; a store clerk, a radar man; a wife lives alone; a child grows up without a father. Neither the life of an individual nor the history of a society can be understood without understanding both (Wright-Mills, 1959: 3).

This quote from C. Wright-Mills perfectly illustrates that without a sociological imagination we cannot understand the links and inequalities between social institutions and the individuals that exist within them. But moreover he suggests that by making such leaps of imagination we might better understand our ‘inner life’, the way we think about the world, our prejudices and where they come from. Early documentary film makers understood this. In the same way that Wright-Mills encouraged a sociological imagination when looking at social phenomenon, some of the earliest forms of documentary film-making situated particular socio-cultural case studies within a wide-ranging public story (Nichols, 1991, Winston, 2008). 

Of course, while the documentary form may have been intended for good, the tone of the films, following the artistic and political direction of the film-makers, sometimes took on other, more politically dubious, qualities. According to Brian Winston (2008) like their contemporary counterparts, early factual film-makers did not want to make dry, unwatchable cinema. In this regard, while they did not want to employ the exact same practices of entertainment cinema, they invented their own approach which consisted of techniques such as the use of dramatic music scores and poetry juxtaposed with pictures. And while Grierson wanted to use film to shed light on social problems, he was not averse to using his films to sponsor ‘public interest’ causes in order to do so (Nichols, 1991). He believed that he could use film creatively to highlight problems and offer what he referred to as democratic solutions (Grierson, 1966).

Examining the ethos of this particular era in the documentary tradition, it is clear that when the documentary lens is applied to a public or private institution it always takes on an inherently biased political position (Nichols, 1991, Winston, 2008). This is not in itself regarded as a problem when that bias is acknowledged as with the Griersonian documentary movement. Tellingly factual film-makers themselves have often objected to the term ‘documentary’ for its reality implication, understanding that the form itself is constructed in communication with the participants in the film, is subject to interpretation by the film-maker, and will be read in numerous ways by the audience. In this regard over the years factual film-makers have developed increasingly innovative ways to tell a story. From the Griersonian documentary movement’s use of music and poetry to evoke a sense of drama in the 1930s, the propagandist films of the war period and the ‘protest’ films of the 1960s, the 1970s saw a move to an increasingly observational and consequently intimate style. Importantly, this move went hand in hand with the development of new lightweight recording equipment which could capture spontaneous events more readily.

While documentary film-makers have traditionally taken advantage of the most up-to-date technologies to give voice to their subjects, in the UK it was with Paul Watson that the distinction between documentary, soap opera and reality really began to shift. Although CCTV technology was still to come, the less intrusive method encouraged by portable recording equipment – a style that allowed the subjects to monologue to camera or argue between themselves – captured a field of intimacy and spirit of non-interventionism that has mushroomed in recent years to incorporate several factual television sub-genres of reality that span the information / entertainment (infotainment), soap opera and game show formats (Bondebjerg, 1996; Holmes and Jermyn, 2004; Kilborn, 2003; Biressi and Nunn, 2005; Hill, 2005). While there were many more versions of the reality genre in the mid-1990s – from Animal Hospital to Driving School – it was not until 2000 Big Brother hit UK screens (first aired in the Netherlands in 1999), that ‘reality’ as factual entertainment really took off. Shows like I’m a Celebrity Get Me Out of Here continued the trend and soon reality spiralled to incorporate programmes as diverse as The Edwardian Country House (‘normal’ people re-enact master / servant relations) to X-Factor (‘normal’ people audition to become a pop star). It seemed there was no-where the reality format could not go. 

Arguably it was developments in recording technology driven by film-makers desire to observe rather than intrude that enabled the current transformation to the documentary / reality genre to take place. But it is the use of technologies originally intended for surveillance – CCTV cameras and micro-recording equipment – that have allowed programme makers to remove themselves from all but the staging and editorial process. The mix of constant surveillance in a confined / controlled environment, and the dynamic of intimate, personal relationships between contestants (often alongside ritual humiliation), has fascinated audiences across the world. However, up until the new Family documentary aired, the technology and format had been used mainly for the aforementioned ‘game shows’, consumer affairs programming, and law and order programming, i.e. police pursuits (Brenton and Cohen, 2003; Biressi and Nunn, 2005) in order to give authenticity as well as facilitate the regulatory narrative of the programmes. Smith’s family documentary is the first to use the technologies, style, and editing technique of game show reality for a programme ostensibly with social purpose. On first inspection the technology seems perfect for the subject. Using cameras that the subjects are able to switch off (unlike in the Big Brother house where there is constant surveillance) would seem both ethical and to able to fulfil the non-interventionist objectives of the observational documentary tradition. However, despite this move toward self-authorship we can never escape the age old problem of interpretation. We know that the researcher / director / editor / author’s voice will always run over that of the subjects: that the subject is always subject to interpretation.

In reality TV, where entertainment and audience figures are paramount, press and public reaction to programme participants cannot be contained. While programme makers can and do warn participants of the dangers of appearing on such shows, and indeed provide counselling and PR guidance both before and after appearing on a reality programme, they cannot determine the outcome of their appearance. This problem has been brought to the fore on several occasions in recent television history where participants in programmes such as Big Brother have been subject to enormous negative tabloid scrutiny (for example see Holmes, 2009 for a discussion of the Jade Goody / Shilpa Shetty Celebrity Big Brother race scandal). But, how does this fit with the documentary imperative found in The Family? Can audiences be expected to negotiate the muddy terrain between entertainment and education especially given the subjects’ reality treatment? 

Perhaps not. While John Corner called the move from documentary to reality the ‘post-documentary culture of television’ (2002: 257), Nichols suggests that the loss of historical context in the reality genre has led to not just a dumbing down in terms of content but also in terms of expectation of the audiences role, when he argues that ‘social responsibility dissolves into tele-participation’ (1994: 54). In this instance reality is immediate, reality has no context, and reality is disposable. Over the past ten years audiences have become primed in their expectation of reality. Here, there is not only the much critiqued voyeuristic aspect of reality television to consider, but also the commodification of private experience. According to Mark Andrejevic (2002; 2003) this is not only a facet of reality television, but also of new information technologies generally, which have grown up alongside market driven imperatives and the myth of consumer choice. The sheer amount of ‘reality’ available to audiences provides them with a choice not only of what kind of reality format they view, but also about what aspect of human experience to consume. Akin to arguments made by Baudrillard on hyperreality (1983; 1994), the contemporary reality genre gives the illusion of participation, but in our fast paced multi-mediated environments there is no time to take in, mull over or debate the content of a programme, only to add it to our list of daily consumables.

In contrast to this argument Annette Hill (2007) suggests that despite the changing landscape of factual television to now include reality genres across the spectrum of information, education and entertainment, audiences have successfully re-categorised their viewing according to levels of serious content versus more trivial or distracting forms. Hill states that contrary to much academic speculation audiences are clear on the epistemological difference between on the one hand hard news and information, and on the other reality entertainment programmes, and in fact seem very able to negotiate the multi-faceted terrain of factual television. In this regard it seems that viewers are not only active in their consumption, but are also very aware of the spurious links to ‘reality’ of many of their consumer choices. Such debates about the susceptibility or otherwise of audiences to market forces remain tied to the perceived and real requirement for a public service remit in media communications. Authors such as Lisbet van Zoonen (2004) have proclaimed that one does not necessarily outweigh the other. Indeed, she suggests that popular television programming can encourage audiences to engage more fully in political life. Citing examples from watching West Wing to the audience voting system on programmes like Big Brother, van Zoonan claims that in fact the dramatisation of important social and political narratives, or even simply the simulation of citizenship, enables audiences to personalise events and thus turn them into what she calls ‘cultural citizens’. 

However, despite claims that reality television primes audiences do enact citizenship, the question remains citizens of what? Reducing all aspects of social and political life to reality bites does not, it seems, engage audiences in wider social and political activities, but rather reinforces the primacy of the mundane without comment and in fact elevates participation to a cynical level with little in the way of socio-political analysis (Corner and Pels, 2003). Ib Bondebjerg neatly describes the reality process in terms of a lack of attention to either macro or micro issues:

It can also be described as a necessary mediation of everyday life that has taken place during a transformation from a traditional mass society to a network society. At the same time it is clear that these formats contain a certain world perspective, which tends not only to exclude macro-structures but also themes related to both too mundane and too complicated psychological or social cases (Bondebjerg, 2002: 164).

In order to discuss this point further in the next two sections I want to examine how families have been represented in documentary form and note the move away from political commentary to the dominance of private life as public commodity.

The Family in Documentary 
Jonathan Smith suggests that his recent version of The Family was influenced by Paul Watson’s original 1974 documentary following the lives of the Wilkins family from Reading. Here he states that he wanted to ‘capture something new about family life. After all it's nearly 35 years since Paul Watson's ground-breaking series, The Family, and so much has changed since the mid-70s’ (Smith, 2008). I want to take this as the starting point for an analysis of the changes in documentary treatment of the family in order to unpack the suggestion that the reality treatment of the Hughes’ everyday life has at once obscured and reinforced dominant understandings of family life. 

For the original Family documentary, Paul Watson saw that the new light recording technologies could create / reveal a more intimate relationship with the subject that had previously been subject to the control of the director. As a film maker brought up in the Griersonian tradition and a student in the 1960s, Watson knew to frame his films in terms of wider social concerns – work, class, race, etc. Taking his cue from US television series An American Family (1973) which documented the everyday lives and interactions of ‘average’ American family the Louds’, Watstons’ British version clearly wanted to show how the times were changing in the UK via the microcosm of one working class family from Reading. The result was screened as a 12-part series by BBC1 to intense criticism in 1974 it seems mainly for the choice of family itself – the working class Wilkins’ – as for its content. Su Holmes (2008) considers the make-up of the Wilkins family to be crucial in determining its reception by a largely middle-class media. Revealing complications to the typical nuclear model such as inter-racial relationships and co-habitation, Watson’s documentary paved the way for debates about the collapse of the ideal family type in the absence of ‘class deference and the decline of empire’ (Holmes, 2008: 197). Critics of the programme were adamant that the Wilkins family were not representative of British families or the working classes in general. Watson perhaps understood that the point is not to find a representative family, but rather to represent a family – not typical, not average – but to provide a snapshot of the kinds of issues that faced ‘ordinary’ working class families in the changing times of the mid-70s. Watson himself says about the process:

When I came into television I was a boring young lefty and I was tired of the Oxbridge brigade talking to camera. Out of the way. Let me film it. Let people speak for themselves. The Family was political - cut and edit, put stuff together and something is revealed (Watson quoted in Armstrong, The Guardian, 20/11/2006).

Here Watson is clear. He wanted to make social commentary. As such each programme was framed around narratives of social exclusion, work / being out of work, marriage / cohabitation, all viewed through the lens of everyday family interactions. Despite this Watson was heavily criticised not only for misrepresenting the working classes, but also for exploiting the Wilkins family, for using them as source material to perform his chosen narrative of social exclusion, for making them look stupid, and for, in essence, turning them into early reality TV stars (Holmes, 2008). Such criticism followed Watson almost twenty years later when he went on to produce one of what is widely considered the first reality TV shows with his 1992 Australian fly-on-the-wall series Sylvania Waters. Similar to The Family this ‘documentary soap’ followed the daily events of the Baker-Donahers’, a blended family living in an affluent suburban area of Sydney. Watson has argued that what was billed as the real-life Neighbours was actually an attempt to breach the typically closed boundaries of family relationships in order to reveal how prejudice is reinforced by and between family members. However, the arguments, colourful language and flamboyance that were said by the programmes critics to simply reinforce British stereotypes of Australians, again opened up Watson to criticism for constructing the film in such a way as to emphasise the sensational rather than the political. John Stratton and Ien Ang (1994) make this point in their analysis of Sylvania Waters where they claim the soap-like qualities of  the programme made it ambiguous in both its intent and potentially how audiences would view it. 

This is what was significant about Sylvania Waters. Stating that it represented a particular moment in television history, one that saw the marriage of technologies of intimacy together mixed with the ‘reality’ format, and a move away from ideas of the nuclear family, Stratton and Ang suggest that representations of families say more about the way societies like to order the family in terms of their wider ideological agendas, than they do about exposing the prejudices inherent in those family structures. Following Morley (1986), they state that traditionally ‘television both reflects and reinforces the modern nation-state’s basic reliance on the construct of the family – as the basis for social order, as the site for morality and for the organisation of desire’ (1994: 1). In this regard both of Watson’s documentaries acted to reinforce common concerns about the breakdown of discipline in contemporary societies. However, Stratton and Ang go on to suggest that it is the disjuncture between ideology and reality that created such interest in the programme, both positive (via viewing figures) and negative (via the suggestion that the programme treated the Australian family as a living stereotype).

What was private and not, therefore, for public display – namely intimate family life – has now become the subject of everyday television. It is the very explosion of the family which has enabled this spectacularization [of the family] to take place (Stratton and Ang, 1994:6).

Like the Wilkin’s before them the ‘spectacularization’ of the Baker-Donahers’ led to their negative reinforcement of a dominant form family life; a cipher by which to judge our own values. Nevertheless with Sylvania Waters, we see a continuation of the narratives he started to unravel in The Family twenty years earlier. While the Wilkins parents were concerned with the dissolution of the traditional family unit as the older children considered living with their partners rather than getting married, the Baker-Donahers were the result of that discussion: divorce, cohabitation, and step-children / siblings. Further to highlighting the changing make-up of the family, retrospectively the programme revealed changes in attitudes toward consumption of material goods. Whereas the Wilkins had struggled to live within their means, the Baker-Donahers’ took out loans to subsidise their extravagant lifestyle. By allowing the Wilkins and the Baker-Donaher families to be the authors of their own lives, Watson’s two forays into documenting family life not only act as an account of the technological developments that would lead us to personality led reality television, but also provide a social commentary on changes experienced by two sets of families in different time / place contexts. In the next section I want to argue that the recent family documentary has discarded the self-authorship intent of the observational documentary, to rely more heavily on an editorial process that (in this instance) has starved the subject of all meaning beyond that of spectacle prompted by Watson’s pursuit of docudrama.

Watching The Family
As a film-maker you want to find the places or institutions that you feel will tell you most about what Britain is like today. Perhaps the most important institution of them all is the family. 

I'm a documentary maker and these films are documentaries… Our aim was to assemble and present true stories that came out of our observations of this family's life, not to provide Big Brother style hour-by-hour accounts of what happened while we watched them (Smith, 2008).

In the introductory titles to the first episode of the 2008 The Family each member of the Hughes family were introduced by voiceover from actor John Simm. No context was given. Viewers were told nothing tangible about the subjects of the film. Not their background, income, class, employment status, values, or beliefs. Audiences were given (some) names and a brief synopsis of their dominant character traits. Immediately Emily, the 19 year-old, is singled out as trouble, a ‘rebel’. Charlotte (17) is ‘studious’. Tom is ‘a typical 14 year-old’. Mum, Dad and an older daughter, who ‘lives down the road’ with her fiancé and baby daughter, are not located outside their family status. The 21 cameras and 16 microphones were mainly located inside the family home (with one outside the front door) and like Big Brother the camera’s offered viewers the opportunity to closely observe of the minutiae of everyday life. Only once did we get to see the Hughes’ outside their domestic context, as we followed them in the final episode to the wedding of their eldest daughter. Despite the lack of narration, in much the same way as Watson’s previous family documentaries, the programme adopts many typical soap-like characteristics. There is often music accompanying these scenes, adding to a developing sense of narrative around one or other member of the family or an issue that affects them, and over the course of the series we are offered brief segments of narration by one or other member the family. In the first episode it is Tom who talks about his mother’s impending 40th birthday. ‘I don’t know why Mum’s sad…’ he says.

While each programme is clearly edited around a dominant theme including Mum’s 40th birthday, an episode that focuses on Emily’s behaviour titled ‘The Rules’, and the final programme on the wedding of eldest daughter, Jess, the series is linked together, and in many ways dominated, by the minutiae of everyday life: watching TV, lying in bed reading a book, cooking, eating, or loading the dishwasher. The drama stems from the other everyday practices: conflict between family members. From the opening scenes Emily’s storyline shines through as the strongest and her story provides the theme to the first few episodes where she is clearly constructed as strong willed, rebellious. In episode one, ‘Life Begins at 40’, we follow her progress as she returns home late from a night out, gets up late, misses work, telephones her employer pretending to be ill (while the audience is let in on the secret that she is in fact hung over), loses her job, and finally we eavesdrop on the ensuing family row (and reconciliation). While scenes of aforementioned normality dominate, dramatic tension is maintained through lingering close-up shots of each family member’s face and the occasional interruption from musical silence by plaintive piano music.

Emily also caught the attention of the press as evidenced from the following commentary from Beth Neil in The Mirror. Referring to one stream on the www.mumsnet.com message board which debated Emily’s behaviour depicted on the programme, Neil reveals that ‘doing an Emily’ is already shorthand for ‘sulk’ and she has been branded ‘vile’ on Internet message boards. The popular parenting Internet chat forum reveals that audiences of the show were keen to engage with the spectacle of the apparent degeneration of adolescent behaviour and lack of appropriate parenting skills:
It's not her going out that bothers me, it's how rude and sulky she is.
Surely good parents should manage to instil a better work ethic from a younger age. 
Why do they keep appealing to her? In such wheedling, whiney voices? There is no consistency between the parents. Emily knows exactly how to divide and conquer.
Emily shouldn't be allowed to go out so late every night of the week and they shouldn't be giving her money to do it’ (cited in Neil, 2008)
While I have argued that the lack of narration and use of surveillance technologies on The Family takes its cue from other well-known reality genres such as Big Brother, this new style of documentary is also reminiscent of cinema vérité which, while it appears naturalistic, follows a series of narrative conventions set out by the film-maker, to lead the audience toward a particular reading (Nichols, 2005). Though by no means intended as an authoritative audience analysis, this point is perhaps suggested by responses found on message boards such as those illustrated above. Smith states that his intention was to situate each programme around a particular human drama in order to ‘capture universal truths about family life’. By portraying an average family, not overtly defined by their class or employment status, he succeeds in prioritising everyday events such as the power struggles parents face with their growing children. This ‘universal’ theme clearly struck a chord with viewers, some (perhaps those without teenage children) who were simply horrified by both Emily’s behaviour and her parents’ thwarted attempts to solve the perceived problem, pitted against others, illustrated by comments taken from Channel 4’s message boards below, who clearly empathised with the situations presented in the programme and the Hughes’ general attempts to ‘get on with it’. 

I loved the show so much!! I’m going to miss the family!! I cried at the last episode! I can relate to a lot of the issues brought up as I’m the oldest of 4! Me being the only girl!! It was brilliant to watch real life and also how people tackle them!

Myself & my daughter have loved this programme […] It makes us mums out there feel like we are not the only ones going through the tears and tantrums and its made my daughter realise how she can be sometimes.​[2]​

While there has, as yet, been no specific audience analysis conducted on viewers of The Family, the anecdotal evidence used here as a means of illustrating my central argument suggests that viewers watched the programme with a familiar mixture of responses: some loved the Hughes’, and some did not. What is most telling, however, is that viewers were not put off by the lack of commentary or involvement of the film-maker. Indeed one particular viewer embraced the realidoc format as it allowed her free reign to interpret the scenes in terms of her own life experiences and values: ‘It was made the better for having no commentary from either a disembodied third party or the family themselves’.​[3]​ Perhaps it was authenticity that this particular viewer saw in The Family. As Hill (2002) suggests, despite becoming accustomed to the entertainment conventions of many reality television scenarios, particularly in terms of the ‘performance’ of the participants, audiences nonetheless seek out moments of authenticity in order to help them judge the real credentials of the show and its actors.

What we can see from the advice offered by viewers on Internet message boards is that they have engaged with the familiar and every day in a way that normalises dominant conceptions of family life. This idea of what a ‘normal family’ life is, is played out in scenes of mundane activity. This mirrors the tenet of the programme in that it says little about how the situation between Emily and her parents occurs daily in households across the land, or how these activities might alter given different domestic or social circumstances. Echoing arguments put forward by Stratton and Ang (1994) Graeme Turner (2005) suggests that familiar soap narratives now dominate reality television in a way that imitates dominant cultural norms and so do little to represent the diversity of cultures and lifestyles in modern nation states. This becomes a problem when we think about how the Hughes’ everyday practices were fore-fronted without a narrative that may have located them in terms of their social setting and so led to the development of public sphere discussion beyond the mundane.

Echoing well-rehearsed sociological debates about the personal as political (Hanisch, 1970) we might suggest that Smiths new form of documentary provides an ideal arena for discussions about the changing landscape of the British household. Instead, I argue that the mundanity of the situations represented on the programme leaves us with a sanitised version of family life. Unlike Watson’s juxtaposition of the personal with the political, The Family remains mute on all but the most mundane of everyday practices in favour of the reality effect of family. We see the family in isolation from society. 

Beyond Reality: Relocating Families in Social Thought
Families have always been central to sociological thought. From Talcott Parsons early conceptions of the nuclear family, recent analysis, from the early 1990s onwards, has concentrated on the fluid nature of kinship and encouraged us to imagine it beyond an institutional structure (Giddens, 1992; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 1995). If we consider Giddens’ analysis in particular this extends to the idea of immediacy. Here he states that forms of kinship based on patriarchal power and an ideology of romantic love, whereby people expected to stay together until death do they part, no longer hold true in late modernity where the distinction between private and public has collapsed under the weight of individualism and equal opportunity. Giddens claims that new forms of family bonds are now so fluid, so far removed from traditional social structures, that the here and now is what matters. To explain this idea he tells us that today’s ‘families’ are bound by the twin ideas of the ‘pure relationship’ and ‘confluent love’. These terms describe the late modern condition where households once categorised in terms of an unquestionably problematic patriarchal model, are now defined in terms of self-interest. Building on his previous notion of the reflexive project of the self, Giddens (1991) argues that people are now constantly re-writing themselves. In this process whereby ‘lifestyle choices are constitutive of the reflexive narrative of self’ (Giddens, 1992: 75), romantic notions of ‘forever’ have been lost in an era of equal rights, co-habitation, separation, divorce, and step-families, as people attempt to take ownership of their own life stories. 

Like Giddens, Beck and Beck-Gernsheim claim that while the late-twentieth century provided women with opportunities in the public sphere, it also led to confusion for both women and men attempting to redefine their roles in terms of family, childcare, work and other social obligations. For them love is the answer. Love is the way for us to negotiate the chaotic tangle of public and private relationships that has become commonplace for many. Instead of falling back on social, economic, legal or religious definitions of family, the representation of the Hughes family also characterises them in terms of love. Dad Simon Hughes said in both the audition tapes and subsequent interviews, that it is love that binds them together through troubled times, perhaps demonstrating an adherence to an idea that removes social context. 

Arguably, however, these authors have helped to redefine how we think about and represent contemporary families in terms of both real structural and ideological changes to society. All suggest that such changes could lead to a real democratisation of personal life. Here the postmodern pursuit of individual fulfilment is bound up with the fragmentation of traditional social structures that categorised people in terms of their social roles. More recently scholars such as Finch (2007) have suggested that in light of these changes to the very notion of family that saw Morgan (1996) suggest that we think about it as a set of practices rather than as an institution, we need to reconsider how we even represent the family altogether, and indeed how families represent themselves. Here Finch suggests that we turn to the notion of display to avoid the trap of discussing the family as an institution. Following Morgan and Smart and Neale (1999) for Finch display epitomises what families ‘do’, how we create our own (all very different) version of what it is to be a family through the narratives we impose on our close kinship networks at any given point in time. Here Finch offers a tentative definition of display as:

the process by which individuals, and groups of individuals, convey to each other and to relevant others that certain of their actions do constitute ‘doing family things’ and thereby confirm that these relationships are ‘family’ relationships (2007: 73).

These actions range from household to household and even within them, and take into account contemporary developments in re-structured households where members may be negotiating relationships between more than one ‘family’ at a time. Once again this notion of display indicates a move away from narratives based on traditional ideological structures toward a more fluid understanding of how people identify their personal relationships. Such transformations in the social sphere have been mirrored by developments in the cultural public sphere which has been evidenced by the breakdown of formal narrative structure in contemporary film-making and further by the choice of representation pursued by documentarians like Jonathan Smith. As we have seen in this new family it is the mundane, everyday practices that form the central feature of family life. The Hughes’ seem to conform to this new model. While they present a fairly traditional structural form, in their everyday life they display a more fluid set of relationships and domestic roles: Dad cooks and cuddles the kids, Mum goes out to work, and the kids talk back to their parents. Like the new social family of late modernity, the representation of the Hughes family reveals no (meta)narrative. It seems that both the Hughes’ and everyfamily are made up of a unique display of practices and motivations that form a loose definition of what it is to be family.

Given their unique characteristics, what then provides the connection between the Hughes’ and other families? In line with arguments put forward in Foucault’s body of work (1977, 1978) I would suggest that their normality is promoted by the display of mundane activities. Considering this last point in terms of post-documentary genres, Andrejevic (2003) argues that while reality television often promises celebrity (the illusion of extraordinary individualism against the obscurity of the mass) for ordinary men and women who compete to appear on the shows, it actually works to reduce them to stereotypes offered up for mass consumption by global audiences. In essence this process of pseudo-individuation mirrors Giddens’ positive account of lifestyle choices whereby people are encouraged to seek out a way of life that prioritises self-fulfilment over and above any obligation to structural bonds. So while Big Brother contestants use the programme as a vehicle for self-aggrandisement and potential fame by showcasing their difference, and in doing so often lead viewers and media watchers to pathologise their behaviour, the Hughes family’s normality was celebrated via the display of mundane activities. In offering their everyday life up for mass consumption they exposed the core problem with the programme: the unspoken expectation of what is normal. In social terms it is our everyday practices that link us beyond artificially constructed inequalities such as ethnicity, gender and class. We all do the cooking and cleaning, we all watch TV, such activities are normal, and therefore they unite us. However, by not talking about this, the programme makers failed to address what could have been a very interesting discussion on what is considered normal in the early part of the twenty-first century. For what is represented as being normal, it seems, still remains firmly tied to normative social structures. Normal is: (often) white, middle-income, aspirational, and nuclear (Chambers, 2001; Tincknell, 2005). In response to criticism that the first series of The Family failed to illustrate the cultural diversity of contemporary Britain, the subsequent series have displayed an Asian family and black family respectively. Yet despite this move to represent diversity and allow the subject to speak to camera, the later programmes maintain their everyday focus. Out of context they remain extraordinary individuals.

I have argued that the process of documenting (televisually and sociologically) mundane daily routines, and even the less mundane, but nevertheless everyday activities such as family arguments and wedding preparations, all work to create a sense of what is normal. In a similar way that the post-documentary tradition has been criticised for its lack of socio-political direction, Lynn Jamieson (1999) comments on the loss of academic discourse on structural inequalities since sociological explanations of personal relationships have been fed by the idea of fluid domestic practices offered by Giddens. In short, when examining the contemporary domestic sphere through an uncritical postmodern lens, we are in danger of conflating an articulation of absolute difference into one of absolute sameness. The mundane practices represented on television through the reality and documentary genres, which are also embedded in contemporary sociological thought, present little in the way of grand theory. The effect of this is to reduce families to the sum of their parts.









Andrejevic, M (2002) ‘The Kinder, Gentler Gaze of Big Brother: Reality TV in the Era of Digital Capitalism’, New Media and Society, Vol. 4, No. 2, 251-270.
Andrejevic, M (2003) Reality TV: The Work of Being Watched, Rowman and Littlefield.
Armstrong, S (2006) ‘Interview with Paul Watson: Candid Cameraman’, The Guardian, 20 November. Available at: http://www.guardian.co.uk/media/2006/nov/20/mondaymediasection4 (Accessed April 2009).
Baudrillard, J (1983) Simulations, New York: Semiotext(e).
Baudrillard, J (1994) Simulacra and Simulation, Ann Arbour: University of Michigan Press. 
Beck, U and Beck-Gernsheim, E (1995) The Normal Chaos of Love, Cambridge: Polity.
Biressi, A and Nunn, H (2005) Reality TV: Realism and Revelation, London: Wallflower Press.
Blokland, T (2005) ‘Memory Magic: How a Working-Class Neighbourhood Became an Imagined Community and Class Started to Matter when it Lost its Base’, in F. Devine et al (eds) Rethinking Class, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Bondebjerg, I (1996) ‘Public Discourse/Private Fascination: Hybridization in True-Life Story Genres’, Media, Culture and Society, Vol. 18, 27-45.
Bondebjerg, I (2002) ‘The Mediation of Everyday Life: Genre, Discourse and Spectacle in Reality TV’, in A Jerslev (ed) Realism and ‘Reality’ in Film and Media, Museum Tusculanum Press.
Brenton, S and Cohen, R (2003) Shooting People: Adventures in Reality TV, London: Verso.
Chambers, D (2001) Representing the Family: London: Sage.
Corner, J (2002) ‘Performing the Real: Documentary Diversions’, Television and New Media, Vol. 3, No. 3, 255-269.
Corner, J and Pels, D (2003) Media and the Restyling of Politics: Consumerism, Celebrity and Cynicism, London: Sage.
Finch, J (2007) ‘Displaying Families’, Sociology, Vol. 41(1): 65-81.	
Foucault, M (1977) Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, London: Penguin.
Foucault, M (1978) The History of Sexuality: The Will to Knowledge, Volume 1, London: Penguin.
Giddens, A (1991) Modernity and Self Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age, Cambridge: Polity.
Giddens, A (1992) The Transformation of Intimacy: Sexuality, Love and Eroticism in Modern Societies, Cambridge: Polity.
Grierson, J (1966) Grierson on Documentary (edited by F. Hardy), London: Faber. 
Hanisch, C (1970) ‘The Personal is Political’ in S. Firestone and A. Koedt (eds.) Notes from the Second Year: Womens Liberation, New York: Radical Feminism.
Hill, A (2002) ‘Big Brother: The Real Audience’, Television and New Media, Vol. 3, No. 3, 323-340.
Hill, A (2005) Reality TV: Audiences and Popular Factual Television, London: Routledge.
Hill, A (2007) Restyling Factual TV: Audiences and News, Documentary and Reality Genres, London: Routeldge.
Holmes, S (2008) ‘Riveting and Real – A Family in the Raw: Revisiting The Family (1974) After Reality TV’, International Journal of Cultural Studies, Vol. 11, No. 2, 193-210.
Holmes, S (2009) ‘Jade’s Back and This Time She’s Famous: Narratives of Celebrity in the Celebrity Big Brother ‘Race’ Row’, Entertainment and Sports Law Journal, Vol. 7, No. 1, April. Available at: http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/law/elj/eslj/issues/volume7/number1/holmes.
Holmes, S and Jermyn, D (2004) ‘Introduction: Understanding Reality TV’, in S. Holmes and D. Jermyn (eds), Understanding Reality Television, London: Routledge.
Jamieson, L (1999) ‘Intimacy Transformed? A Critical Look at the ‘Pure Relationship’’, Sociology, Vol. 33, No. 3, 477-494.
Kilborn, R (2003) Staging the Real: Factual TV programming in the Age of Big Brother, Manchester: Manchester University Press.
Misztal, B (2003) Theories of Self Remembering, Buckingham: Open University Press.
Morgan, D (1996) Family Connections, Cambridge: Polity.
Morley, D (1986) Family Television, Cultural Power and Domestic Leisure, London: Comedia.
Neil, B (2008) ‘Exclusive: Is The Family's Emily Britain's Vilest Teen?’ The Mirror, 19 September. Available at:  http://www.mirror.co.uk/celebs/news/2008/09/19/exclusive-is-the-family-s-emily-britain-s-vilest-teen-115875-20743834/ (Accessed April 2009).
Nichols, B (1991) Representing Reality, Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
Nichols, B (1994) Blurred Boundaries: Questions of Meaning in Contemporary Culture, Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
Nichols, B (2005) ‘The Voice of Documentary’, in New Challenges for Documentary (Second Edition), A. Rosenthal and J. Corner (eds), Manchester: Manchester University Press. 
Smart, C (2007) Personal Life, Cambridge: Polity.
Smart, C and Neale, B (1999) Family Fragments, Cambridge, Polity.
Smith, J, (2008) ‘The Making of The Family’. Available at: http://www.channel4.com/health/the-family/the-making-of/the-making-of-the-family-documentary-2008-08-08-28_p_1.html (Accessed April, 2009)
Stratton, J and Ang, I (1994) ‘Sylvania Waters and the Spectacular Exploding Family’, Screen, Vol. 35, No. 1, Spring, 1-21.
Tincknell, E (2005) Mediating the Family: Gender, Culture and Representation, London: Hodder Arnold.
Turner, G, (2005) ‘Cultural identity, Soap Narrative and Reality TV’, Television and New Media, Vol. 6, No. 4, 415-422.
van Zoonen, L (2004) Entertaining the Citizen: When Politics and Popular Culture Converge, Rowman and Littlefield.
Winston, B (2008) Claiming the Real: The Documentary Film Revisited, London: British Film Institute. 













^1	  This paper refers to the first series of the Channel 4 documentary The Family, which aired in September 2008. There have since been two further series of The Family in 2009 and 2010 centring on families from different ethnic backgrounds.
^2	  Cited on Channel Four’s The Family message board: ‘What I Know About Families’. Available at: http://www.channel4.com/health/the-family/what-i-know-about-families/what-i-know-about-families-08-10-29_p_1.html (Accessed April 2009).
^3	  ‘The Family on Channel 4: A Review’ by Lynn. Available at: http://www.unrealitytv.co.uk/reality-tv/the-family-on-channel-4-a-review/#more-7090 (Accessed April 2009).
